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ABSTRACT 
The development of cultural tourism reveals the changes in tourist demand and the 
growing awareness on behalf of both operators and scholars about the cultural, social 
and economic relevance of enhancing heritage assets. The relation between culture 
and tourism is particularly noteworthy in Italy, due to the huge amount of historic sites 
and works of art, attracting tourists from all over the world. The aim of this paper is to 
highlight how the requalification of historic villages and precious buildings can lead to 
hospitality innovation, creating a new typology of hotel – named “albergo diffuso” – 
which is not just an hotel but a context of experience for tourists. In this way, cultural 
value and economic value become a source of creativity for implementing innovation 
that is more and more sustainable. 
 
Key words: hospitality, historic sites, requalification. 
INTRODUCTION  
The increasing competition between destinations forces tourist firms to find 
new ways in designing attractive offerings, in order to satisfy a wide and het-
erogeneous tourist demand, which varies over time in relation to both tourists’ 
needs and the cultural modifications characterizing modern social systems. Ho-
tels, cultural organizations and tour operators look for innovative tourist solu-
tions to make a destination attractive and give tourists the possibility to live 
unique and fulfilling experiences. Globalization has certainly increased the dif-
ficulty in creating attractive tourist areas able to satisfy different demand needs 
and, therefore,  researchers and operators show more interest to the relevance 
of local identity and to those distinctive territorial resources that can represent 
a source of competitive advantage for destinations (Keller, 1996; Pechlaner, 
2000).  
Cultural heritage assets can represent an important source of distinctiveness 
for a territory and therefore a unique attraction for tourists. An ever increasing 
number of people are looking for tourist choices and ways of spending their 
free time in more authentic experiences to improve their quality of life (Caffera-
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ta & Cherubini, 2008; Paniccia, Silvestrelli & Valeri, 2010). Their holiday be-
comes a chance not only to appreciate the landscapes and pastimes of a place, 
but also to discover its history, heritage and customs, in order to increase their 
knowledge of local culture (Franch et al., 2008). More people take part in cul-
tural events, visiting museums, galleries and living cultural experiences with 
ever greater participation. This highlights the “experiential” aspect of travel-
ling, which includes also hotel choice where perceptions and experiences be-
come central to the tourist’s consumption. 
The development of cultural tourism (McIntosh & Goeldner, 1986; Van der 
Borg & Costa, 1995) is coherent with the increasing interest on behalf of both 
scholars and global organizations (like the World Heritage Centre), committed 
to sensitize public awareness of the need to preserve heritage, in order to con-
serve this precious asset for transmission to future generations (UNESCO, 
1972).  
In Italy, the binomial culture-tourism is particularly noteworthy, since Ital-
ian cultural heritage represents a distinctive resource for the whole country and 
an element of differentiation between Regions. Attractions drive tourism, as 
cultural heritage assets are ideally suited to become tourist attraction for their 
unique features, which distinguish a destination’s traditions, cultural back-
ground and landscape (Minguzzi, Presenza & Petrillo, 2007; Richards, 2002). 
Particularly, there is a substantial growth in tourist interest towards precious 
buildings, heritage sites and historic villages (McKercher & Ho, 2006; Pedersen, 
2002) especially if these places include hospitality services suitable to make 
tourists live an authentic experience within the cultural environment.  
However, this type of places are not always feasible and there are at least 
two main problems that can limit their enhancement and therefore their attrac-
tiveness.  
Firstly, cultural products are not always available to be seen or visited; in 
some cases, the binomial culture-tourism cannot be exploited because most 
monuments, buildings and historic sites are at least partly privately used, oc-
cupied or abandoned (Pechlaner, 2000). This implies that the role of local ad-
ministrations and cultural firms is crucial not only in preserving heritage as-
sets, but also in making them available to the public, increasing in this way 
their whole value (Montella, 2009). 
Secondly, cultural heritage is a very differentiated pool of tangible and in-
tangible resources, making it difficult to assess the integrated policies needed to 
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manage it. The heterogeneity of cultural assets refers, on one hand, to the indi-
vidual goods (i.e. historical buildings, precious villages, paintings, performing 
arts, etc.), and on the other hand, to the interests and strategies of public and 
private firms, directly and indirectly involved in the management and en-
hancement of these goods. We can mention, for example, the territorial devel-
opment policies carried out by local administrations, the strategies of cultural 
organizations (museums, galleries, etc.) which offer more and more differenti-
ated «cultural packages» and, last but not least, the initiatives promoted by ho-
tels making full use of local cultural resources in order to improve their hospi-
tality offerings.  
Having said this, it is clear that the attractiveness of a “cultural place” re-
quires not only the simple participation of all stakeholders, but above all the 
integration of their interests and competences, aimed to create a tourist system 
with specific and distinctive features. In this regard, the aim of this paper is to 
investigate the synergies between tourism and cultural heritage. Particularly, 
the purpose is to show that heritage protection and enhancement can lead to 
tourism innovation, generating – like in the case here presented – new forms of 
hospitality.  
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
In literature, the binomial tourism-heritage is argued by McIntosh and Goeld-
ner (1986), who define cultural tourism a heterogeneous tourist offering com-
prehending different dimensions of travelling, where tourists learn about the 
history, customs, heritage and ways of living in a specific cultural place. Other 
studies suggest the concept of heritage tourism as embracing “both eco-tourism 
and cultural tourism, with an emphasis on conservation and cultural heritage” 
(Pedersen, 2002: 24).  
The interest of researchers of management towards cultural heritage re-
sponds to the needs of both public and private operators to find suitable man-
agement tools not only to evaluate the investments for heritage requalification, 
but also to define strategies for developing and enhancing cultural goods 
(Blaug, 2001; Golinelli, 2010; Hutter & Rizzo, 1997).  
Moreover, the presence of cultural assets in a tourist destination doesn’t al-
ways represent the main factor of attractiveness. A number of recent studies 
highlights that cultural products represent secondary attractions for the majori-
ty of so called “cultural tourists”; they visit places not so much with the aim of 
learning about destination’s heritage and traditions, but mainly for entertaining 
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and enjoying their stay (McKercher, 2002; Richards, 2002; Silberberg, 1995). Teo 
and Yeoh (1997) argue that the sloppy use of culture for selling places can cre-
ate conflicts between local stakeholders, particularly when cultural and histori-
cal products are promoted inappropriately by place marketers, providing un-
satisfactory tourism experiences. 
Therefore we cannot take for granted that all initiatives aimed to protect and 
promote cultural heritage have a positive economic and social impact on the 
territory, contributing to develop tourism sector.  
A successful innovation takes place when local administrations, cultural or-
ganizations and tourist firms co-evolve within the process of value creation, 
integrating their knowledge, skills and resources. This is consistent with the 
Viable System Approach (Barile & Polese, 2010; Golinelli et al. 2002) where val-
ue creation cannot be achieved autonomously by the firm through capitalizing 
on its internal assets, but is the result of the advantages deriving from both co-
operating with other actors and exploiting economic and social resources of the 
environment. This emphasizes the interdependent relationships between or-
ganizations and environment, where firms can follow a “virtuous” path of 
growth through a dialectical and co-evolutionary adaptation with the envi-
ronment (Cafferata, 2009). In these terms, sustainability can be reached, which 
means respecting both environmental factors and stakeholders interests 
(Dredge, 2004; Paniccia, Silvestrelli & Valeri, 2010).  
Furthermore, once a cultural-tourism destination is formed, it does not real-
ly offer “products” but mainly “services” in order to make the tourist and cul-
tural experience feasible, like the availability of hotels, restaurants, local trans-
portations. This view is consistent with the service-dominant logic (Vargo & 
Lusch, 2006) that highlights the significant role of services not only in improv-
ing the product qualitative dimension, but also in allowing tourists to personal-
ize its use, in regard to both cultural goods and tourist products. This is coher-
ent to the experience economy, where customers search for products incorpo-
rating feelings, emotions and experiences. In tourism sector this aspect is more 
and more intensified. Services are suitable for differentiating ways of fruition, 
so that tourists can form their personalized tourist experience and become co-
producers in the process of value creation (Grönroos, 1994; Pine & Gilmore, 
1999; Williams & Buswell, 2003). 
Focusing on hospitality offerings, a positive tourist experience in a hotel oc-
curs when the guest’s expectations are gratified by the hotel performance in 
providing products and services responding to those expectations. Hotel indus-
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try is highly segmented in base of quality, location and style in order to satisfy 
different targets of tourists. Indeed, there are several factors affecting the tour-
ist’s choice on one side, and the hotel performance on the other side. 
In this regard, there is a wide literature concerning hospitality management. 
Some scholars focus on the hotel performance identifying the factors that drive 
tourists’ choice, like cleanliness, quality staff and security (Callan & Bowman, 
2000; Knutson, 1988; Weaver & Oh, 1993); other researchers analyze customs 
satisfaction in relation to location, quality and price of hotels (Barsky & Labagh, 
1992); other studies investigate the effects of age, gender and purpose of trip on 
hotel selection criteria (McCleary, Weaver & Hutchnson, 1993).  
However, since there is a substantial growth in tourist interest towards cul-
tural heritage assets, more attention should be given to the cultural goods as a 
factor driving hotel choice. The aim of this paper is to emphasize this aspect, by 
analyzing how the requalification of some Italian prestigious buildings and his-
toric villages has generated new forms of hospitality, able to attract tourists. 
Particularly, the fact that the hotel is the historic site represents the main crite-
ria of selection for tourists interested on living fulfilling cultural experiences. 
METHODOLOGY 
The analysis here presented is part of a wider research on hospitality innova-
tions in Italy, promoted by several scholars interested in investigating man-
agement issues related to sustainability in tourism and destinations competi-
tiveness. 
In this paper the case study approach is adopted. This methodology, being 
appropriate for understanding complex phenomena and unfold processes 
within contextual situations (Eisenhardt, 2002), has been useful to identify the 
characteristics of the hotel here analyzed – named albergo diffuso (literally 
translated as “spread hotel”) – and report some significant cases. 
The first stage of the research has regarded the survey on number and loca-
tion of the alberghi diffusi in Italy. Data have been acquired by both the Italian 
Association of Alberghi Diffusi and our direct study within the Italian Regions 
through interviewing operators and local tourist associations. 
In the second stage, some criteria have been identified to classify these ho-
tels, in relation to their historical and architectural location. Hotels have been 
grouped in three main categories: 1) historic villages; 2) historic buildings; 3) 
old-fashioned rural villas. Hotels inside each category are basically homogene-
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ous in terms of historical value and architectural features. The information ac-
quired by the Italian Association of Authentic Historic Villages has been useful 
to outline these categories. 
Finally, the research has been addressed to identify the types of alberghi dif-
fusi in Marche Region, analyzing some significant cases that show the syner-
gies generating from cultural assets requalification and hospitality innovation. 
Data have been gained by semi-structured interviews to the entrepreneurs 
managing those hotels. 
In this paper, some findings are presented but the survey is still in progress 
and further research will be required. However, interesting results have al-
ready emerged, confirming the hypothesis according to which hospitality in-
novation can be achieved through cultural assets requalification.  
RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH  
The research highlights some interesting findings, showing how the albergo 
diffuso combines cultural heritage enhancement with hospitality innovation.  
The albergo diffuso is a made in Italy hotel, arisen from the requalification 
of cultural assets. While the term “albergo” stands for “hotel”, “diffuso” means 
“diffuse” or “spread out”, i.e. horizontally structured within a village or build-
ing, using different structures and spaces suitable for hospitality services 
(Dall’Ara, 2010; Paniccia, Silvestrelli & Valeri, 2010).  
The research has identified 63 alberghi diffusi in Italy, most of them located 
in the Center of the country, although there is a significant concentration of this 
type of hotel also in Sardegna, Friuli and Puglia Regions. According to the cri-
teria chosen to classify the alberghi diffusi, the survey shows that 19 of theses 
are old-fashioned villas located in rural areas (like manor farms and mills), 13 
are historic buildings, while the remaining 31 are placed within historic villages.  
With regard to Marche Region, we found 6 alberghi diffusi: 3 are located in 
historic villages, 1 placed within a historic building and 2 situated in historic 
villages which comprehend also rural villas or buildings. Complete data are 
highlighted in the following table. 
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Table 1. Name, Location, accommodation capacity and employment of the Alberghi Diffusi in 
Marche region 
Name Location Typology Units/ 
apartments 
Number 
 of rooms 
Number 
 of beds 
Employees 
Due Campanili Montemaggiore al 
Metauro  
(Pesaro-Urbino) 
historic village  
35 
 
35 
 
70 
 
4 
SS. Giacomo e 
Filippo Urbino 
Resort 
Pesaro-Urbino historic village +  
rural buildings 
 
6 
 
32 
 
80 
 
5 up to 10 
Villa Tombolina Montemaggiore al 
Metauro  
(Pesaro-Urbino) 
 
historic building 
 
3 
 
14 
 
35 
 
5 
Smerillo Smerillo  
(Fermo) 
historic village + 
historic buildings 
 
8 
 
20 
 
40 up to 
60 
 
8 
La Loggia Relais Gradara  
(Pesaro-Urbino) 
historic village 2 9 12 3 
Casa Oliva Bargni di 
Serrungarina  
(Pesaro-Urbino) 
 
historic village 
 
 
4 (hotel + 
apartments) 
 
25 
 
50 
 
4 
  Source: Data Acquired Through The Direct Survey. 
 
In early every case, hotels are located far away from urban areas and, ac-
cording to some entrepreneurs, this sometimes compromises their attractive-
ness. They represent in fact small attractions, where “physical remoteness, dif-
ficulty of access and a lack of other tourism facilities nearby present significant 
impediments to their ability to attract and retain visitors” (McKercher & Ho, 
2006: 483). 
For the analysis of this type of hotel, it has not been possible to apply the 
criteria of classification used for traditional hotels, like number of rooms and 
employees. These dimensions can be in fact misleading and limiting to com-
prehend the albergo diffuso’s features. This hotel does not really have rooms, 
but above all little apartments that are separately dislocated about 300 meters 
far away from the reception building. According to the regional law, the dis-
tance between the diverse units and the central body of the hotel is an im-
portant prerequisite allowing to classify a hotel as albergo diffuso. In fact, 
rooms are not vertically settled as we find in a traditional hotel, but they are 
located in a horizontal way, which means spread throughout the specific area.  
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Concerning employment, the survey found that few people are employed in 
the business and they are usually members of the entrepreneur’s family. The 
albergo diffuso is a small hotel and therefore the number of employees cannot 
be taken as a significant factor to measure the hotel potentialities. In fact, the 
hotel’s attractiveness derives from its distinctive cultural and architectural fea-
tures, which have been renewed to make them feasible for guests interested in 
living a deep cultural experience.  
The research shows that the role of entrepreneurs, local administrations and 
real estate firms has been fundamental to enhance the cultural value of that 
heritage and improve the attractiveness of the surrounding territory (Paniccia, 
Pechlaner & Valeri, 2010). This requalification project shows that all actors 
demonstrated both sensitivity in capturing the peculiarity of cultural assets and 
ability in taking the opportunity to create new forms of hospitality, using the 
spaces of historic buildings and structures. The albergo diffuso is not just a ho-
tel, but a project able to enhance the history and culture of an entire area 
(Paniccia, Silvestrelli & Valeri, 2010: 119). In most cases, this innovation is the 
result of the business idea of enlightened entrepreneurs who have been the 
main promoters in developing these charming hotels, as we found for La Log-
gia di Gradara Relais and Santi Giacomo e Filippo Urbino Resort. In other cas-
es, the cultural and social environment has been munificent in stimulating local 
administrations and tourist firms to improve the attractiveness of some cultural 
areas, like the case of Smerillo.  
Heritage enhancement is thus the result of the combination of innovation 
processes regarding both the product (place that becomes hotel) and the ser-
vices offered (like overnight stay, restaurant, pastimes, wellness centre, etc.), 
making this hotel a very attractive context of experience for tourists. Tourists 
can enjoy a “cultural immersion” in an albergo diffuso and live their own per-
sonalized and authentic experience in the environment that the village offers. 
The hospitality experience is therefore very dynamic, since guests becomes co-
producers in the ongoing process of supplying service and can customize their 
holidays according to their interests and cultural sensitivity. The village be-
comes a cultural heritage place, where intangible elements of cultural products 
take shape because they are created and settled by the interaction between 
guest and environment. This process is modular and the final product (the ho-
tel) is the result of the variety and variability expressed by its guests. 
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Exploiting Heritage Assets for Tourism Development: Opportunities and 
Limits 
Cultural heritage is made up of both tangible factors (such as historic buildings 
and works of art) that belong to the “physical space” of a territory, and intangi-
ble factors, related to history, culture and traditions, that express the identity of 
a geographical area. This means that cultural assets are valuable, rare, inimita-
ble resources, hardly transferable and reproducible in other contexts, therefore 
organized in their specific environment and possible source for destination at-
tractiveness. 
The tie between culture and territory is thus inseparable and implies several 
implications for tourism. Generally speaking, we can say that heritage value in-
creases territory value. Culture can be seen as an economic drive for the tourism 
sector and, at the same time, local government policies and tourist firms’ strat-
egies can become instrumental to preserve and enhance cultural assets. How-
ever, the survey shows that the interdependence between heritage enhance-
ment and tourism development doesn’t take place autonomously; moreover, it 
is difficult to value heritage assets in order to make them attractive to national 
and international tourist demand. Italy is characterized by the world’s highest 
density of cultural products, but most of them are not appropriately connected 
to tourist offers for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, cultural goods are not concentrated in few destinations, but located 
within scattered clusters all over the entire country. This shows the cultural 
richness of the territory but also the difficulties for Regional Boards, cultural 
organizations as well as tour operators and hotels to exploit all the potentiali-
ties that cultural assets can provide. Secondly, there are many works of art, 
churches, prestigious buildings and historic villages that – although culturally 
significant – are not well-known to the public. Many cultural goods are still in 
the state of resources, rather than products and they are not placed in any offi-
cial catalogue nor properly inserted in tourist packages. In several cases, the 
problem is not the scarce interest of people towards heritage assets, but the lack 
of entrepreneurs willing to insert cultural elements in their tourist offers, over-
looking the advantages that derive from the heritage-tourism binomial. 
Unlike what has been said so far, the albergo diffuso is a significant case 
where integration between the policies aimed to enhance heritage and the ac-
tivities designed to develop hospitality services can take place. This hotel satis-
fies entrepreneur’s goals and local stakeholders’ interests as well, so innovation 
depends not only on the exploitation of firm-specific resources, but also on the 
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synergies generated by the relationships between different organizations. When rela-
tionships are based on the principle of reciprocity, the innovation processes en-
hance heritage and territory on one side, and give firms new opportunities to 
grow on the other.  
The Role of Tourist Experience for Hospitality Service Innovation 
In the tourism sector, firms must focus on quality and differentiated services in 
order to build long-term customer relationships, since tourist experience is 
composed of different complementary services that are supposed to corre-
spond to specific quality standards (Grönroos, 1994; Williams & Buswell, 2003). 
Concerning heritage enhancement, differentiated services are required as 
well, since cultural goods are heterogeneous, and it is important to keep cultur-
al products separate from the facilities required to make them available to the 
public. The critical aspect concerns in fact the ability to make those products 
“marketable” through a system of services, designed to “capture” the interest 
of as many individuals as possible. 
The strategies adopted by cultural organizations and hotels in recent years 
are an example of innovation in service management. Considering hotels located 
in prestigious buildings and historic villages, the space where guests live and 
appreciated cultural products becomes a place of cultural experience. Visitors are 
captured and involved in an multisensory environment and are part player, 
part spectator within the process of widening their culture. All facilities sup-
plied allow people to freely “live” and “experience” cultural assets, increasing 
in this way the “consumer value”. 
Therefore, the effectiveness of a cultural experience is defined not only by 
the ability of hotels to create engaging and exciting offers, but also by the direct 
participation of visitors and tourists. They are actively involved, since they de-
sign their own cultural experience, thanks to a system of differentiated and 
modular services. We can say that all services provided to make cultural and tourist 
assets accessible differentiate both the “ways of consumption” and the offers on behalf of 
hotels.  
In the albergo diffuso, the combined exploitation of heritage and tourism 
assets is not just the sum of the services individually offered by each operator 
(hotel owner, restaurants, shops, etc.), but it lies within the integration of the 
different facilities provided by firms for the tourist experience, so that “cus-
tomer perception and satisfaction depends on the whole of co-produced ser-
vices” (Della Corte & Micera, 2011: 136). For this reason, we can say that the 
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albergo diffuso is a virtual service network, i.e. a system compounded by one or 
more organizations that integrate their competences in order to create an attrac-
tive pool of cultural and tourist services. 
CONCLUSION 
This paper has investigated the relationships between heritage requalification 
and tourism development, with particular regard to hospitality innovation. 
Some conclusions can be highlighted. 
Cultural asset is a significant factor of attraction for a territory, being able to 
generate economic development for local administrations and tourist firms as 
well. However, cultural significance alone provides an insufficient base to 
promote heritage assets as tourist products, since heritage assets are in some 
cases neglected, unknown to the public or partially used. Moreover, there is 
still scarce integration between organizations in promoting tourist offerings, 
especially concerning cultural destinations and hospitality innovation.  
The survey has shown that the heritage-tourism binomial can be successful 
when all actors involved in the process of value creation acquire a systemic 
view, in order to integrate their resources, exploiting those synergies of 
knowledge and skills useful for improving the whole tourist area.  
The albergo diffuso represents an example of how the interdependence be-
tween heritage enhancement and tourism development takes place through the 
dialectical process of firms together with the environment: territory (culture, 
history, traditions), organizations (hotels, local authorities and service suppli-
ers) and tourists co-evolve within inter-systemic relationships, generating value 
and sustainability.  
This type of hotel meets the principles of sustainability that should drive in-
novations, in order to make them successful from an economic, social and envi-
ronmental point of view. The sustainability of the albergo diffuso can be seen 
from a different perspectives. Firstly, heritage requalification is sustainable as it 
allows to preserve cultural assets and adapt them for hospitality use, while 
maintaining their original historical features; secondly, entrepreneurship be-
comes sustainable because generates revenue without damaging the environ-
ment, promotes innovation and contributes to tourism development; thirdly, 
the territory (public administrations and natives included) improves its value 
in showing renewed attention to its own heritage asset and to the needs of cul-
tural tourists as well; finally, the tourist experience is sustainable since it de-
rives from the congruity between the tourist’s expectations and the service 
Research Papers 
 
993 
hospitality provided. For all these aspects, sustainability reconciles cultural 
value with economic value inherent to the interdependence between protecting 
heritage and promoting tourism innovation. 
There are some issues that require deeper analysis, though.   
One aspect to be investigated regards the fact that there isn’t any Italian of-
ficial survey on the alberghi diffusi. National database on accommodation facil-
ities do not present any analysis of this particular type of hotel, not even as a 
specific segment within the whole hospitality sector. Considering the organiza-
tions engaged in monitoring this form of hotel (like Italian Association of Al-
berghi Diffusi and Italian Association of Authentic Historic Villages) there is 
discrepancy in the criteria used to classify the alberghi diffusi, so data are not 
homogeneous. 
Another issue is related to the official regulations of the alberghi diffusi. The 
law is different between Italian Regions so the concept of albergo diffuso is 
sometimes interpreted ambiguously. This has significant implications for de-
veloping both entrepreneurial initiatives and cultural tourism.  
Further research is also required to investigate the institutional and political 
contexts that affect cultural tourism development, with particular regard with 
the way local actors shape networking structures and relations within tourist 
destinations. Despite networking is desirable, interrelations are sometimes dif-
ficult to be defined at operational level, since they change according to the vari-
ety of environmental factors. 
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